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2 Australian Studies in Journalism
Editorial
With the return to print of Australian Studies in Journalism, a few words of 
explanation are appropriate, even if only for historical purposes. The annual 
journal, launched in 1992 by Professor John Henningham, was published by 
the Department of Journalism, University of Queensland, until 2000. It did 
not appear in 2001, except as an incorporation in the older title, Australian 
Journalism Review. Because Professor Henningham was going on study leave in 
2001 and because the Department of Journalism was becoming part of a School 
of Journalism and Communication, he decided to offer it to the Journalism 
Education Association (JEA). To the disappointment of some journalism 
educators, the JEA decided to incorporate ASJ into Australian Journalism 
Review. Later, at the initiation of JEA president Dr Kerry Green, the JEA called 
for expressions of interest in reviving ASJ. Fittingly, we believe, the University 
of Queensland was the successful bidder. Grant Dobinson, Steve McIlwaine 
and I mounted that bid and this journal is the result. Professor Henningham 
resigned from the University of Queensland at the conclusion of his study 
leave. The current editorial panel pays tribute to Professor Henningham’s work 
in establishing ASJ and maintaining a journal of distinction for nine years.
We labelled this issue ‘Number 10/11, 2001-2002’ to avoid a perpetual 
search for the ‘missing’ 2000 issue. Although the current issue is not everything 
the editorial panel envisaged when members brainstormed in the final months 
of 2001 and early in 2002, it is as good as we could make it in the time available 
to us and in the context of the pressures of university life in the 21st century. 
We were delighted to receive 20 articles for consideration and we have used 
10 of those articles. As stated in our style guide the emphasis is on research, 
rather than teaching, and the articles selected reflect this emphasis. 
ASJ has a special research tradition, reinforced by publication of the 
Australian journalism research index (see Numbers 4, 5, 6, 7 and 8). The 
research index returns in this issue, thanks to the hard work of University of 
Queensland postgraduate student, Tomoko Sakai, and editorial-panel member 
Grant Dobinson. Another regular feature of ASJ, “News Media Chronicle”, 
does not appear in this issue. I was unable to find time to write it in the form 
that has become a tradition. Much of the press-related material that would 
have found its way into “News Media Chronicle” appears in the Australian 
Newspaper History Newsletter that now appears five times a year. 
In 2003, when the bicentenary of newspaper publication in Australia will 
be observed, ASJ will give special consideration to articles with an historical 
theme. The editorial panel hopes that a section of the journal may be devoted 
to such articles. Articles on a theme of “Newspapers: Where to now?” are also 
invited, as are articles on the full range of general journalism themes that have 
been reflected in ASJ in the 11 years since it began publication.
– Rod Kirkpatrick
Member, editorial panel
Australian Studies in Journalism 10-11: 2001-02, pp.3–32
The politics of bias at the ABC
Julie Posetti
The election of the Howard government in 1996 has had 
widespread implications for the financial viability and editorial 
independence of the Australian Broadcasting Corporation. The 
budget axe has been wielded – with devastating results – by a 
conservative government apparently seeking to punish what it 
perceives to be a ‘Left-leaning’ national broadcaster. The ABC 
Board and senior management ranks have been stacked with 
government sympathisers and the corporation’s independence has 
been undermined by an interfering Communications Minister. 
The ABC has also been the victim of an orchestrated political 
campaign that has abused official complaints procedures and 
promoted editorial interference. 
The Liberal-National Coalition’s grudge against the ABC has a long and personalised history which is rooted in animosity towards the corporation’s News and Current Affairs division. 
ABC Radio and Television Current Affairs – which traditionally 
produced influential, hard-hitting, agenda-setting programs – have 
been singled out for the harshest criticism from conservative political 
forces. Programs like AM, PM and The World Today on radio and 
their television stable-mates, 7.30 Report, Four Corners and Lateline 
certainly pose a significant threat to political parties and their leaders 
because they serve as vehicles for political accountability. Reporters 
on those programs embellish straight news reporting with analysis, 
interpretation, criticism and combative interviews. The Howard 
government appears to be seeking to constrain these programs and 
relegate them to virtual propaganda vehicles. An increasingly politically 
sensitive ABC management appears to be serving the Coalition’s agenda 
by facilitating self-censorship and encouraging the ‘dumbing-down’ of 
programming, resulting in the undermining of political reporting and 
the erosion of journalistic standards.
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This article, written by an ABC insider, seeks to spotlight the 
Coalition’s attempts to marginalise the ‘National Broadcaster’ through 
a process of interference with the ABC’s independence and journalistic 
integrity. The article draws on the author’s 12 years of experience as 
an ABC reporter working in radio and television, within regional and 
national program units. Since 1997, the author has been employed as 
a senior political correspondent with ABC Radio Current Affairs in 
the Canberra Press Gallery. As a result, she has developed a particular 
insight into the budgetary and editorial difficulties confronting the 
ABC under successive conservative governments. She has attempted 
to confront her own biases by scouring the ABC’s archives, examining 
a wide range of literature – including that penned by some of the 
ABC’s harshest critics – and thoroughly analysing the mainstream 
media’s coverage of the ABC since John Howard was elected in 1996. 
In addition, the author has interviewed other ABC News and Current 
Affairs employees about their experiences. The author is one of many 
ABC reporters who’ve been accused of “biased” reporting by Howard 
government supporters. However, in writing this article she has sought 
not to defend her own journalistic integrity, but to underline the serious 
implications for independent journalism of the Howard government’s 
ongoing interference in the management of the ABC. Nevertheless, the 
author acknowledges that her research has also been influenced by her 
own experiences as an ABC reporter in the same way that all journalism 
is affected by the life experience and education of its authors. 
Methodology
In support of her literature review and analysis of the mass media 
and the ABC’s online archives, the author has also conducted a series 
of interviews with ABC employees who wish to remain anonymous. 
For this reason, these interviewees have been identified as J1-J9 when 
they are quoted in this article. The author conducted these semi-
structured face-to-face interviews between 2000 and 2002 as part of 
her undergraduate studies at the University of Canberra. Interviewees 
were drawn from a pool of reporters and producers with relevant 
experience within the ABC’s News and Current Affairs division. While 
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the interviews were relatively free-ranging each interviewee was asked 
to address key areas of interest which were identified as:
• The perceived decline of reporting standards within ABC News 
and Current Affairs
• The effects of budget cuts on staff numbers and their skill 
levels
• ‘Dumbing Down’/Implications of the ratings push. 
• Political/editorial interference – direct and indirect; from within 
the ABC and externally
• Organisational politics/Reports of internal instability
Howard’s budget axe
Almost immediately upon seizing government in the 1996 landslide, 
John Howard’s Coalition cut the ABC’s annual budget by 12 percent, 
reducing funding by approximately $66 million per annum and forcing 
the corporation to: “generate savings by undergoing significant re-
shaping and reducing staff numbers in both programming and support 
areas.” (ABC Online: “The ABC’s Budget: Fact Sheet”) As ABC TV 
Current Affairs reporter, Quentin Dempster, wrote in The Courier-
Mail at the time: 
In dishonouring its clear commitment to the Australian people to maintain 
existing levels of Commonwealth funding and triennial funding for the 
ABC… the Howard Government has embarked upon a destructive and 
malicious course (Dempster 1996) 
These cuts exceeded reductions in other major public funding 
areas and they were accompanied by a wide-ranging process of 
review overseen by former McDonalds’ Restaurant chain executive 
Bob Mansfield. In reality, according to leaked Cabinet documents, 
the Mansfield Review was a means of legitimising the government’s 
intention to control the ABC and limit its role; “(To) give us the ability 
to influence future ABC functions and activities more directly”. (The 
Age, 23/1/97) However, the Mansfield review did more to sure up the 
importance of the ABC in the Australian community than erode it 
– much to the surprise of the ABC’s critics. Bob Mansfield found that 
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“the ABC needs long term financial certainty” and warned that “even 
the threat of further funding cuts would be imprudent and destructive”. 
(ABC Press Release, 24/1/97)
However, in spite of the Mansfield Report’s findings, the budget 
cuts proposed by the Howard government went ahead and the ABC 
News and Current Affairs department was required to save $2.1 
million. The battle lines were drawn between the divisions of news, 
sport and current affairs as cuts were contemplated and the prestigious 
ABC Radio Current Affairs programs – AM, PM and The World Today 
– were in the firing line along with the flasgship 7.45am Radio News 
bulletin. The head of metropolitan and regional radio programming in 
Victoria, Rob Batten, proposed replacing AM and PM with 15-minute 
news and current-affairs packages (McKay, Martin & Chamberlain 
1996). This proposal was unsuccessful, but the early edition of PM 
was dumped with the head of Radio and Television Current Affairs, 
Lindy Magoffin declaring: “I’m not going to die in a ditch over early 
PM, if they want to axe it, they can.” (J1 2000). On television, state-
based current affairs programming was all but abandoned following 
the nationalisation of the 7.30 Report and the morning news bulletin 
was dropped. More recently though, an attempt has been made to 
localise TV Current Affairs again with the advent of the low-profile 
Friday night program, Stateline.
In June 2000, 18 months after the Howard government won a 
second term in office, the ABC board announced another, more severe, 
round of cuts within News and Current Affairs. The annual budget for 
the division would be slashed by $3.7 million or 3.2 percent. But, the 
Media and Entertainment Arts Alliance said spending would have to 
be cut by $8 million within 12 months to meet the budget. “It’s going 
to mean important events aren’t going to be covered. In short, it’s going 
to mean the Australian people will be less well informed, as a result of 
this decision, than they were previously” (ABC News Online, 2000).
ABC managing director – former Liberal Party member, Jonathon 
Shier, who had replaced Brian Johns in 1999 – refused to guarantee 
the survival of news and current affairs programs on radio or 
television. Shier sought to justify the cuts in terms of organisational 
efficiency gains in the new climate of economic rationalism: “A 3.2 
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percent change in funding happens a lot in Australia; 3.2 percent is 
not Armageddon” (Parker 2000: http://www.greenleft.org.au/back/
2000/426/426p7.htm). This view was echoed by ABC chair Donald 
McDonald – who had publicly identified himself as one of John 
Howard’s best friends. “Public institutions all over the country can 
adjust to a change that’s of the order of 3 percent” (Parker 2000). 
Ultimately, that adjustment was made – but it came at a price.
The process of undercutting experience through a diminution of 
senior reporting positions has accompanied a general attack on staff 
numbers and the need to do “much, much more with less” as economic 
rationalism, the requirement for balanced budgets and the chase for 
ratings take their toll within ABC news and Current Affairs. In spite 
of technological improvements that have aided the production process, 
the budget cuts have had a significant impact on the capacity of ABC 
radio reporters to gather newsworthy material: “No-one goes out (to 
cover stories) anymore – it became a case of here’s a recorder ‘good 
luck’ and worsened to here’s the record-booth, ‘work fast’” (J3 2001). 
Delivering the 2000 Andrew Olle Media lecture, Eric Beecher cited 
the ABC Budget debate as the most topical example of the challenge 
to journalism posed by the decline in standards:
In this particular case we have an owner, the federal government, who 
is ambivalent about the need for high quality news and current affairs 
on the ABC. But what’s even more concerning is that the destiny of the 
ABC is now effectively in the hands of one person, the managing director 
(Jonathon Shier)… who describes himself as a “mini media mogul”, 
who has no public broadcasting experience, no editorial experience, no 
experience running an organisation of this size or national importance, 
and has lived outside Australia for several decades (who has plunged) the 
corporation into a new media and educational role — at the expense of 
the ABC’s journalistic quality and output. (Beecher 2000)
By 2001, there had been a 20 percent reduction in staff, with the 
number of ABC employees dropping to 4100. This pattern of decline 
is well demonstrated within the influential Radio Current Affairs 
(RCAFF) division. When the author commenced employment at ABC 
Radio Current Affairs in 1995, there were 12 other permanent staff 
reporters (excluding producers, technical staff and presenters) working 
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in Sydney where the RCAFF programs are produced. By the last federal 
election in November, 2001 there were only six permanent RCAFF 
reporters working out of the Sydney production centre and most 
were relatively inexperienced and poorly remunerated. TV journalists 
seeking radio training, in order to improve their chances of winning 
an overseas posting in the new bi-media environment, were being 
funnelled through these programs to help overcome the staff shortfall. 
But this was a form of short-term plugging that ultimately resulted in 
a lack of programming continuity and undermined productionvalues. 
One long-serving RCAFF staff member claims morale is at an all time 
low within the department due to declining standards: “One high-
profile employee wants out because of the problem of inexperience 
and incompetence within RCAFF and the deleterious impact on its 
programmes” (J2 2002).
While the ABC charter requires its staff to produce programs which 
educate as well as entertain and which fill the void left by commercial 
stations, the emphasis in recent years – even at times within the 
historically impervious News and Current Affairs division – has been 
on the chase for ratings and reforming programming to make it more 
“accessible”, “entertaining”, “less political” and “less boring” (J1 2000). 
This has resulted in the search for “light and entertaining” stories to 
take the place of – or at least subsume some of the space previously 
devoted to – serious political analysis and investigative journalism. 
Ultimately, the result has been the marginalisation of political reporting 
and investigative journalism on AM, PM and The World Today and 
constant attacks on Four Corners, Lateline and 7.30 Report on ABC 
TV. 
The ABC of dumbing down 
During the 1996 federal election, PM was deemed essential 
listening by strategists from both sides of politics. In the middle of 
the election campaign, the Australian Financial Review published a 
photograph of a Liberal Party strategist’s planning board that carried 
the words “Listen to PM” written and circled boldly in black felt-tip 
pen. In Oppositon, the Howard team was closely monitoring the ABC, 
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mindful of how influential ABC Radio Current Affairs programs could 
be in a federal election campaign. But, in 1998, a new and relatively 
inexperienced executive producer set a different agenda. Under Kirsty 
McIvor’s guidance, there would be less emphasis on federal politics 
and industrial relations, accompanying a shift away from adversarial 
interviews on PM. “The audience doesn’t like to hear that sort of 
aggressive interviewing” she told reporters (J1 2000). By the end of 
1998, the shift in PM’s focus was palpable. The end result of this strategy 
was a less hard-hitting, less-influential program which appeared to 
sideline its traditional role as national political ‘watchdog’ in the search 
for ratings. According to ABC insiders, it was particularly difficult at 
times to ‘sell’ political stories to the new executive producer of PM 
who requested more ‘personality profiles’ from federal Parliament (J7 
2001). Press gallery observers commented then that it sounded like 
ABC Radio was “dumbing down”.
In 1998, the head of metropolitan and regional radio programming 
in NSW, Peter Wall, claimed the ABC’s market research had revealed 
that listeners didn’t want to hear so much politics – “If we’re going to 
do a political story it has to be good one,” he said (Hill 1998). The 
critics were ropable, describing the new sound of ABC Radio as “warm, 
bubbly, touchy feely – barely distinguishable from commercial stations” 
(Hill 1998) and it began to be pilloried in parliamentary circles. One 
politician’s press secretary told the Sydney Morning Herald:
They used to once set agendas and we worked very hard to make sure that 
they were monitored very closely, as closely as 2UE (Sydney commercial 
radio) ... I just don’t think they take it up to government any more. It 
used to be a very good forum for us to debate things in a more intelligent 
way. Now we don’t see any difference between debating an issue on 2BL 
(the ABC’s local Sydney station) and how we would debate it on 2UE – I 
don’t think there’s a difference in the quality of the analysis and the level 
of journalism on air. (Hill 1998)
In October 2000, ABC Current Affairs staff signed a letter hitting 
out at a proposal to ‘dumb down’ AM and PM. The proposed restructure 
of the programs’ content was outlined in a memo from Local Radio 
head, Michael Mason. He wanted AM to offer its audience “a much 
wider range of subjects to reflect the community’s interests, aspirations 
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and activities” (Wilmoth 2000). The memo also proposed PM should 
be cut from 50 minutes to 20 minutes and said “the quality of content is 
variable with some stories bordering on the ponderous”. ABC reporters 
described the proposed restructure as: “a naked attempt to remove our 
editorial independence. …current affairs staff see this as an attempt 
to turn successful, respected and hard-hitting programs such as AM 
into programs motivated by lifestyle and commercial considerations” 
(Wilmouth 2000).
Although AM and PM were not altered in length, there was a change 
in content. A newly created News and Current Affairs Business and 
Finance unit was given several minutes of PM’s 50-minute timeslot 
each day to broadcast corporate and stock-market news in line with 
federal government calls for a greater emphasis on business and finance 
in ABC programming. According to some RCAFF insiders, this shift in 
focus has amounted to: “An over-emphasis on economic news and the 
‘big end of town’ at the expense of political reporting and other news. 
It certainly suits the government’s agenda – you know, the push for 
less focus on analysis and criticism of the Howard government – but it 
doesn’t serve journalism or the audience” (J5 2001). The problem was 
not that business and economics were being covered – in fact many 
observers believe the ABC’s coverage of these important areas has until 
recently been inappropriately thin. But there is criticism within the 
ABC that the coverage of these areas is too soft and uncritical of the 
“big end of town”. The other problem as many insiders see it, is that 
the cost of this increasing focus on business and economics appears to 
have been paid for by cuts to political reporting and serious investigative 
journalism.
Agenda-setting
Perhaps an even more insidious problem confronting the ABC is 
the apparent political motivation behind the Howard government’s 
budget cuts. The ABC is the nation’s most pervasive and influential 
media organisation and its much-vaunted independence is, in reality, 
constantly under threat. 
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In day-to-day political terms, the government’s power to appoint ABC 
board members and, with backroom guidance, the chief executive is 
considered to be more important than its appointments to the High 
Court. (The Bulletin, 13/6/01)
The Coalition government clearly has an agenda for the ABC. 
“Basically, the Howard government views the ABC as Leftist, biased and 
wasteful” (Brenchley 2002). Following the 1996 poll, the ABC Board 
was gradually stacked with political allies and Coalition sympathisers 
– the most cynical appointment being Victorian Liberal Party power 
broker Michael Kroger. One of John Howard’s closest friends, 
Donald McDonald, replaced Mark Armstrong as ABC chair and the 
inexperienced former Liberal Party member Jonathon Shier supplanted 
Brian Johns as managing director with disastrous consequences. As 
Eric Beecher observed, following Shier’s appointment “the era of 
benign governance at the ABC is over” (Beecher 2000). According to 
The Australian’s media writer Errol Simper, Shier was the Coalition’s 
“solution to perceptions of deeply entrenched, pro-Left corporation 
bias. …Shier was more or less seen from the beginning as …a Coalition 
‘Plant’” (Simper 2002).
Fuelling John Howard’s antipathy towards the ABC was no doubt 
the influential nature of ABC news and current affairs programs and his 
disdain for the so-called “journalistic elite”. Indeed, several studies have 
identified Australian journalists as less conservative than the average 
media consumer and much less conservative than Howard himself. In 
1993, Henningham surveyed Australian journalists and found them 
to be young, fairly well educated and politically liberal (Henningham 
1993) In a separate study conducted in 1996, the same author found 
that compared with “ordinary Australians”, journalists were more 
likely to be in favour of unemployment benefits, trade unions, Asian 
immigration, an Australian Republic, indigenous land rights, legalised 
prostitution and conservation (Henningham 1996). In a report that 
followed, the same academic described Australian journalists as 
“bleeding heart liberals on social issues, libertines in moral areas, and 
hostile to organised religion” (Henningham, cited in Pearson & Brand 
2001: 25). In another survey conducted by Henningham in 1995, a 
random sample of 173 journalists identified ABC news and Current 
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Affairs as leaning towards the Labor Party (Henningham1995). These 
studies – which are somewhat dated and published by the one author 
– are often quoted as proof of bias within the Australian media and 
in particular within the ABC. As part of the ABA’s study on sources 
of news and current affairs, 100 journalists were surveyed and they all 
scored lower than the general community sample on every index of 
conservatism except economics placing somewhere Left of centre on 
the political scale. Extensive audience surveys were also undertaken 
as part of this study which revealed that the Australian community’s 
political views could be described as centre to left of centre. The 
authors concluded that Australian journalists hold only modestly less 
conservative views than the general public (Pearson & Brand 2001).
While the Prime Minister’s suspicions about the personal beliefs 
of ABC journalists may have some foundation they have never been 
tested and there is no hard evidence that those values are deliberately 
transposed onto ABC news and current affairs programs. In fact, there 
is evidence to the contrary. According to the ABA survey of current 
affairs consumers:
Commercial television stations were thought to be more biased because of 
the influence of media owners, sponsors and big business. The ABC can 
have some political bias but is generally regarded as being the least biased, 
along with SBS. (Pearson & Brand 2001: Appendix 3) 
The respondents found ABC radio in particular to be a provider 
of “balanced coverage” (Pearson & Brand 2001: 405). On the 
whole, the survey found that listeners were more concerned about 
political interference and the perceived commercialisation of the 
ABC than alleged bias in reporting. “We trust the ABC. They are not 
sensationalists. They don’t have to rate as much. They shouldn’t have 
to rate at all.” Another continued: “On the ABC they understate it 
and keep to the facts… they try to give both sides” (Pearson & Brand 
2001: 82). In addition, 72 percent of respondents expressed concern 
about political influence over program production. 
The findings of the ABA study reflect the high standing of the ABC 
within the Australian community. In 2000, a survey undertaken by 
international consumer research and advertising agencies found that the 
ABC was rated the second most trustworthy organisation in the country 
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– just behind the big charities. “The public goodwill for the ABC 
appears to span all income brackets, with 47 percent of those earning 
less than $25,000 rating the ABC between 8 and 10. Fifty percent of 
all respondents put the ABC in the top trust bracket” (McIntyre 2000). 
A Newspoll conducted by The Australian the following year, found that 
58 percent of respondents believed there was no bias at all within the 
ABC while 5 percent believed the national broadcaster was biased in 
favour of the federal government and only 11 percent believed there 
was bias against the Coalition (The Australian 2001). But, while John 
Howard’s government is widely considered to be populist by nature, 
the high standing of the ABC within the electorate has done nothing 
to quell the perception that the Coalition is determined to curtail the 
influence of the ABC. 
There is a long history behind the Howard government’s fear and 
loathing of the national broadcaster. As the Prime Minister’s senior 
political adviser, Graham Morris once said of the ABC: “They’re our 
enemies talking to our friends” (Davies 1997). That “enemy” is most 
threatening on ABC Current Affairs programs which embellish straight 
news with analysis in long-form reports and lively interviews. The Prime 
Minister made no attempt to hide his views about ABC News and 
Current Affairs programming in a range of radio interviews conducted 
in 1996 and 1997, cited by the Sydney Morning Herald:
The ABC is too politically correct. You can always predict what the ABC 
is going to say about certain issues …. (Tabakoff 1997)
... the concern I have is that the range of views held on issues, particularly 
social issues, within the ABC or as expressed, are too narrowly based 
compared with, say, the range of views on those same issues that might be 
heard on 3AW, 2UE or written in the Sydney Daily Telegraph. (Tabakoff 
1997)
... on certain issues the spectrum of opinion in the ABC is far too narrow, 
and if it had a broader spectrum of views on certain issues then it might 
have broader community appeal (Tabakoff 1997).
Not all conservative politicians agreed with John Howard’s 
assessment though. The then NSW Opposition leader – former ABC 
journalist, Peter Collins – said: “I think generally the ABC goes to great 
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pains to try to get the story right… whatever their personal politics” 
(Tabakoff 1997).
Senator Cheryl Kernot, who was then the Australian Democrats 
leader, was in no doubt about the government’s intentions: “I think this 
Government has an agenda. I think it has an enemy list and I think ... it 
wants to reduce what it sees as the power of the ABC (and is willing to) 
use parliamentary processes to make its own comments on programming 
decisions and salary levels, which are not the province of government” 
(Tabakoff 13/6/97). In referring to ‘salary levels’, Kernot was drawing 
attention to the controversy over the Prime Minister’s involvement in 
the hijacking of a Senate Estimates Committee meeting in 1997, for 
the purpose of attacking the ABC current affairs journalist at the top of 
the government’s hit-list – the host of the influential 7.30 Report, Kerry 
O’Brien. It was reported at the time, that the Prime Minister’s advisers 
had drawn up a long list of questions about O’Brien and his salary to 
lob at the committee. Opposition Communications spokesperson Chris 
Schacht said this amounted to the Prime Minister’s staff “preparing 
hand grenades to throw at the ABC when Alston (Communications 
Minister) had a statutory duty to protect the national broadcaster’s 
independence” (Davies 13/6/97).
In response, to public attacks from the Right on the public 
broadcaster, ABC chair Donald McDonald, was forced to defend the 
editorial integrity of the Corporation, saying: “I’m not sure that the 
ABC sticks in the necks of politicians any more than the Melbourne Age 
or The Sydney Morning Herald does ... I don’t think it’s possible, I don’t 
think it’s reasonable, to expect any single piece or program to always be 
balanced.” But, he highlighted the ABC’s commitment to give equal 
time to both sides of politics and he said that was all “any intelligent 
member of any government” could expect (Davies, 13/6/97).
However, it is quite clear that John Howard expects much more 
than equal time from the ABC. He appears to interpret the ABC’s 
commitment to “fairness and balance” as a requirement to reflect 
popular opinion at all times:
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The charge is that journalists are out of touch with public opinion and 
should bow to the weight of superior numbers. Thankfully that’s not the 
way media commentary works. If politicians worship at the shrine of 
opinion polls, that is no reason for journalists to bend the knee. (Steketee 
2002)
Conservative vengeance? 
There is an element of revenge in the Prime Minister’s motivation 
for targeting the ABC. As is often reported, John Howard is a politician 
famous for his ability to hold a grudge and it is a widely held belief 
within the ABC that his experiences with two senior ABC press gallery 
journalists explain his deep personal resentment of ABC News and 
Current Affairs (J1 2002). He is reportedly still angry with Russell 
Barton and Jim Middleton over their coverage of the 1988 Liberal 
leadership challenge and the Asian immigration debate. ABC TV News 
broadcast stories during the period, which portrayed Howard as a 
racist and damaged his electoral credibility in a society that was then 
– officially at least – proudly multicultural. There are other reports, too, 
about Howard’s resentment of Middleton’s story on a party hosted by 
the then Liberal Party president, John Elliott in which it was reported 
that Howard was the only Liberal of significance to be omitted from 
the guest-list (Davies, 13/6/97).
But, the Coalition hasn’t limited the scope of its attack to individual 
reporters. ABC Current Affairs has been specifically targeted in the 
campaign of editorial interference as became patently obvious in 
the 1998 Waterfront Dispute. Government ministers openly made 
accusations of bias in the coverage of the dispute and Liberal Party federal 
director Lynton Crosby wrote to the managing director complaining 
about an edition of the AM program, which he described as “over 30 
minutes of advertorial for the Maritime Union of Australia” (Davies, 
25/11/00). Former managing director Brian Johns wrote a long letter 
in response to the complaint, defending the program in the context of 
the ABC’s commitment to provide “balance over time”. But, this did 
nothing to assuage the Liberal Party’s concerns. As relations between the 
government and the ABC plummeted further, Johns arranged a high-
level meeting in Canberra between ABC adviser Liz Jakubowski and 
the main antagonist – Lynton Crosby, during which Crosby claimed 
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the Liberal Party had received “hundreds of letters about the ABC’s 
bias against the government” (Davies, 25/11/00).
After numerous official letters of complaint and personal ministerial 
approaches to the ABC Board, an independent review of the ABC’s 
coverage of the 1998 Waterfront Dispute was conducted by Professor 
of Media and Communications at the University of NSW, Philip Bell. 
Bell analysed the content of the current affairs programs on radio and 
television and compared the length of stories, the number of interviews 
conducted with protagonists on both sides of the dispute and the 
number of ‘grabs’ (audio from interviewees) used in packages. He also 
assessed the language and literary devices employed by reporters as well 
as the style of questioning adopted in interviews. While acknowledging 
that journalists working on these programs necessarily relied on their 
own judgments and interpretive frameworks in identifying issues of 
interest and compiling stories on those issues, Bell concluded that there 
was a “remarkable balance when it came to coverage and fairness” (Bell 
1998). The report found that it was not possible to judge ABC radio’s 
performance as “biased”, concluding that its coverage was “professional, 
fair and in line with journalistic norms and responsibilities” (Bell 
1998). Professor Bell discovered there was only a 3 percent difference 
in the total interview time accorded to the opposing sides in the 
dispute, noting: “It is remarkable that, over three programs, over four 
weeks, such an equality should be evident” (Bell 1998). According 
to the report, politicians were much more likely to be interviewed 
“adversarially” than other interviewees. Workplace Relations Minister 
Peter Reith attracted the highest number of challenges overall, while 
the Opposition Leader and other ALP politicians were interrupted 
more frequently than Reith and other Coalition members. Bell made 
similar conclusions in a separate analysis of ABC television.
When he was asked to comment on the issue of ABC bias during 
the 1998 federal election, Professor Bell highlighted the difficulty 
involved in attempting to achieve balance on air in the current political 
climate:
Bias is a standard which assumes a midpoint between two extremes, as if 
journalists should place themselves in the middle.… But what happens if 
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you have a far-right party? Do you stretch the envelope to accommodate 
that and shift the whole spectrum to the right…? (Lumby 1998)
Significantly, Mark Day – media investor and regular ABC detractor 
– defended the public broadcaster against the government’s accusations 
of bias during the Waterfront Dispute. Writing in the Prime Minister’s 
‘favourite newspaper’, Sydney’s Daily Telegraph, he highlighted the 
danger of political interference in the editorial process: 
Communications Minister Richard Alston is on the warpath against the 
ABC claiming bias in its reporting of the Waterfront Dispute. Senator 
Alston should put a sock in it. He is deliberately trying to cower the ABC 
when he, of all people, should know the ABC is an independent taxpayer-
funded organisation. It is not, and has never been in its history, the voice 
of government. (Day 1998)
This is a view shared by veteran media critic Errol Simper: “Alston 
is regularly overstepping his ministerial responsibilities (and)…. 
Wild, ill-informed, un-answered attacks on the fragile broadcaster 
are contemptuous of its role, destructive of staff morale, a threat to 
its independence” (Inglis 2000). The Canberra Times went further, 
describing the Minister as an “aggressive Liberal apparatchik who 
believes it’s his right to take an activist role in the corporation” (Inglis 
2000).
Delivering the fifth Sir Halford Cook Lecture in 2000, Ken Inglis 
– the author of a respected history of the ABC – heaped additional 
criticism on the minister: 
Senator Alston has harassed the ABC as I think no previous holder of the 
portfolio has done. He issues public statements criticizing the ABC and 
calling for changes in procedures and even programs. He breaches again and 
again the convention which has the minister deal with the chairman, not 
the managing director, as he leapfrogs Donald McDonald to confront Brian 
Johns. His government’s strategy on the ABC has combined starvation 
with intimidation. (Inglis 2000)
The Howard government’s assault on the ABC has been targeted 
and systematic. In 2000, The Sydney Morning Herald made a Freedom 
Of Information request to the ABC, asking to see all complaints lodged 
by political parties and politicians during the preceding three years. The 
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period covered a federal election as well as the Waterfront Dispute and 
elicited 80 complaints. More than 75 percent of the complaints came 
from the Liberal Party – and its federal director, Lynton Crosby, wrote 
most of those. The SMH concluded that “the number of complaints 
either suggests that Crosby is justifiably angry at the ABC or, as some in 
the ABC believe, the Liberal Party is engaged in a campaign of political 
guerrilla warfare with the ABC” (Davies 2000). The complaints ranged 
in scope from criticisms of inaccuracies to alleged incidences of bias. 
Crosby was critical of the full range of journalistic activities at the ABC, 
including the choice of stories and the placement of those stories as 
well as the way they were covered:
I do question the ABC’s objectivity… in terms of their subject selection, 
their selection of presenters and commentators, in the focus they give to 
one part of a story or another; there is a legitimate argument to be put 
about their objectivity. (Davies 2000)
During the 1998 federal election, the Coalition stepped up its 
criticism of the ABC, mounting daily public attacks on its election 
coverage that were supported by ABC Board member and former 
Liberal Party state president, Michael Kroger. Kroger alleged that the 
ABC’s election coverage had not been balanced and he said: “ABC 
management should look at its internal procedures for dealing with 
election complaints” (Wilkinson, Clark, & Baird 1998). Within a two-
week period, Lynton Crosby wrote seven letters of complaint to the 
ABC. One of these letters was about a three-minute Radio Current 
Affairs report, in which Crosby alleged the Labor Leader, Kim Beazley, 
had received more coverage than the Prime Minister. He demanded 
that Johns “investigate this issue as a matter of urgency” (ibid). Senator 
Alston and his chief-of-staff also wrote letters of complaint and the 
ABC board’s staff-elected member, Kirsten Garrett, said “the Howard 
government is nakedly trying to intimidate the ABC” (Wilkinson, 
Clark & Baird, 19/9/98).
The issues identified in the ABC mailbag also revealed a desire 
by conservative political forces to impose their social reform agenda 
on the ABC. In October 2000, Crosby wrote to complain about the 
coverage of Aboriginal affairs following an earlier complaint about a 
report on AM during the Sydney Olympics. In response to Crosby’s 
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original complaint, the ABC issued an apology over Warwick Hadfield’s 
commentary on Cathy Freeman’s gold medal win during the Sydney 
Olympics, which began: “It was a good day for those who had said 
their sorrys a long time ago” (Davies, 25/11/00).
According to Fairfax columnist Catherine Lumby, the root cause 
of Howard’s misconceptions about the ABC resembles the paranoia 
about the media expressed by Pauline Hanson: 
Both Howard and Hanson seem to share the view that the media should 
act as a funnel rather than a filter when it comes to politicians and their 
policies. The Prime Minister thinks the national broadcaster should 
act as simply that: a broadcast mechanism. Howard may be a talented 
parliamentary debater but he’s never been good at fielding detailed, 
sceptical questions from reporters intent on uncovering the ideological 
roots of his policies. (Lumby: http://www.smh.com.au/ballot98/)
And therein lies John Howard’s biggest problem with ABC Current 
Affairs programs. They are designed not just to regurgitate information, 
but also to critically analyse it – a process that, by its very nature, 
requires journalists to make judgements about that information in the 
public interest. In fact, as the ABC’s editorial policies state:
The ABC aims to provide a comprehensive, consistent and intelligent 
service, which is reasoned and compassionate, but determined and 
unflinching. …The ABC does not simply report: it also works within 
the best traditions of investigative journalism, to which it has made major 
contributions. While it remains independent of sectional interests, it is 
well placed to pursue issues of public concern systematically through 
innovative and reliable journalism and to contribute uniquely to the 
freedom of information that is essential to a democratic society. (http:
//www.abc.net.au/corp/edpol98)
Under the heading “Accuracy, Impartiality and Objectivity”, the 
guidelines stipulate:
ABC editorial staff must not allow their professional judgment to be 
influenced by pressures from political, commercial or other sectional 
interests or by their own personal views… Pursuing impartiality should not 
mean, however, merely an endorsement of the status quo (ABC 1998).
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Political sensitivity
Unfortunately, the problem of political interference in the editorial 
process within the ABC is not limited to the government attempting 
to exert pressure on programs. It has also involved politically sensitive 
managers seeking to influence program content as evidenced by this 
ABC Radio Producer’s comments to the Australian Broadcasting 
Authority:
Normally it’s because management has received a complaint about 
something that you’ve done or perhaps something that’s been said in an 
interview… We have been directed from time to time not to speak to 
certain people. I think in one situation that was due to a lot of criticism 
from government… because they felt that one of the commentators who 
reported on negative aspects of their performance was biased. Now I 
don’t think reporting on people’s failures is necessarily biased, it’s just 
galling, but management can be affected by that, I think. (Pearson & 
Brand 2001: 83-84)
Mindful of the government’s ability to cut the ABC’s budget, and 
in some cases apparently sympathetic towards Mr Howard’s concerns, 
News and Current Affairs management began interfering – subtly at 
first – in daily editorial decisions while entertaining the opinions and 
concerns of the ABC’s new political masters. Aware of the nervousness 
of ABC management, the government’s key strategists and ‘spin-doctors’ 
capitalised on their advantage and a ‘fax and phone war’ was launched 
by the government against the ABC:
When Mr Howard or one of his colleagues disliked an interviewer’s tone 
or took umbrage with a point of analysis contained within a report, a fax 
would be sent to ABC management or a discreet phone-call would be 
made, questioning the editorial judgement of the reporter and asking for 
explanations as to why particular angles were chosen. (J9 2000)
In response, according to one ABC reporter, in mid-1997 the 
head of ABC TV and Radio Current Affairs, Lindy Magoffin, and the 
national head of News and Current Affairs, Paul Williams, travelled to 
Canberra for a meeting with John Howard’s advisors. The Coalition’s 
concerns about the ABC’s coverage of political and social issues were on 
the agenda. After the meeting, ABC Press Gallery reporters were made 
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very aware that they should avoid “rocking the boat” unnecessarily as 
delicate federal budget negotiations proceeded (J8 2001).
Executive producers also acknowledged the ABC’s need to be 
particularly “careful” given the new government’s antagonism. In the 
lead up to the 1998 federal election, experienced political reporters 
were forced to constantly justify to PM’s new executive producer, 
Kirsty McIvor, the pursuit of stories which could be perceived as 
critical of the government. On one occasion, at the height of the 
so called ‘race debate’, an ABC Press Gallery reporter was criticised 
by a senior colleague for asking a question, in a televised session of 
a National Press Club address by prominent Aboriginal leader Pat 
Dodson, which was construed as “too sympathetic towards Aborigines” 
and critical of the government (J7 2001). The push for balance from 
ABC management inspired a subtle new consciousness – even among 
senior reporters – of the opinions of the politicians who controlled the 
ABC’s purse-strings. 
It appears that heightened political sensitivity within ABC 
management has even had an impact on interview technique, on the 
agenda-setting radio current affairs programs at least. In 2000, ABC 
RCAFF reporter, Mark Willacy, was harangued by Kim Beazley’s media 
adviser, Greg Turnbull, over an interview he had done with Federal 
Treasurer Peter Costello. Turnbull accused Willacy of being “soft” on 
Costello and called him a “sycophant” while threatening retribution 
under a Beazley government (Steketee 8/3/01). Turnbull defended his 
threatening phone call, saying: “It was the softest interview I’ve heard 
on ABC current affairs radio.” When he pursued the issue with the 
program’s executive producer, he claimed he was told: “We made a 
decision that the best approach with Costello is seduction.” As former 
press gallery journalist Mike Steketee observed: “Media bullying can 
have a subliminal effect, making journalists more inclined to pull their 
punches in future. That is certainly the aim of those applying the 
pressure” (Steketee 2001). Self-censorship – conscious or unconscious 
– is prevalent among ABC political reporters … particularly within the 
Canberra Press Gallery where government censure is felt first-hand. 
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Editorial interference
There were also more overt forms of editorial interference from ABC 
management, with the internal assessment process – used to determine 
seniority and pay within the ABC – being implemented to address 
concerns about the political views and alleged biases of individual 
reporters. In 1999, one senior ABC reporter’s assessment appeared 
to echo the concerns of the Corporation’s Right-Wing detractors. In 
assessment documents sighted by the author, one executive producer 
quoted several examples of stories that were claimed to demonstrate 
bias – the first was a report on the “Stolen Generations” debate:
I felt the story was too personal, uncritical and unbalanced… I said 
that stories such as this would reinforce any perception that (name of 
reporter)was biased… There is concern within the department by all three 
executive producers about (name of reporter) editorial line/bias. (ABC 
Journalist/Reporter Performance Appraisal, March 1999)
Significantly, conservative commentators, including John Howard’s 
former speechwriter, Gerard Henderson, had written in the Sydney 
Morning Herald about alleged bias within the ABC during the preceding 
months:
From time to time the ABC reverts to type. An instance occurred on ABC 
Radio National’s PM last Wednesday when Julie Posetti (the author of this 
article) interviewed the Environment Minister, Robert Hill, about uranium 
mining at Jabiluka. It was soon evident just who Posetti was barracking for 
– namely, the opponents of mining. She was very hard on Hill but quite 
soft on the Wilderness Society’s Alec Marr, who came on the program and 
accused the Minister of talking “rubbish”. Quite a free kick, to be sure. The 
Howard Government objects, and rightly so, when ABC types barrack for 
various causes, invariably of a leftist kind. (Henderson 1998)
ABC Radio Current Affairs management was paying particular 
attention to the views of conservative political forces and, in some cases, 
appeared to be using such views to call into judgement the editorial 
integrity of individual journalists.
This sensitivity to government criticism within the ABC continued 
throughout the late 1990s and was heightened in the aftermath of 
the 1998 and 2001 federal elections which saw the re-election of the 
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Howard government. In some cases, it even appeared ABC management 
was doing the government’s bidding. Particularly worrying is an account 
of attempted interference by management during a live political debate 
in the 2001 election campaign:
One particular manager… has interfered directly in (RCAFF) broadcasts. 
During the 2001 election he tried to interfere in a political debate, 
complaining about the “rhetoric” of (a Green’s candidate) who was 
criticising the government. (J3 2001)
Equally worrying are the changes in editorial practice within ABC 
News and Current Affairs. In mid-2001 – not long after he assumed 
the newly created role of Network Editor – Mark Henderson issued 
an internal email that discouraged reporters from covering industrial 
disputes. This controversial email suggested that the focus of industrial 
reporting should be limited to the coverage of events that disrupt public 
access to utilities – such as transport workers’ strikes. ABC journalists 
interpreted this email as a form of editorial interference designed to 
aid the federal government’s ‘demonisation’ of the union movement. 
One senior ABC News correspondent commented: “This is all about 
management doing the government’s bidding and cracking down on 
the government’s opponents… silencing them” (J6 2001).
Overt Attacks
Perhaps the most direct attack on the editorial independence of 
the ABC is the attempt by Howard appointees to the ABC Board 
to re-write the ABC’s editorial policies. Government-affiliated board 
members, Michael Kroger and Judith Sloan, have been pushing for 
editorial reform since the 1998 Waterfront dispute. Kroger and Sloan 
are members of a sub-committee that has over-ruled the objections 
of senior journalists and an expert working group following a review 
of existing editorial guidelines. It was reported in 2001 that a leaked 
document confirmed the board’s intention to drop the Editorial 
Guidelines’ provision for “balance over time” and replace it with a 
requirement for balance to be achieved “through the presentation as far 
as possible of principal relevant viewpoints on matters of importance” 
(The Australian, 4/11/01). Senior ABC News and Current Affairs 
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journalists feared that under these revised guidelines, politicians 
and other influential individuals could effectively stymie a broadcast 
by refusing to react to an unflattering comment or an unwelcome 
announcement. This policy change would pose serious problems for 
radio journalists whose deadlines are unrelenting and it would likely 
inhibit breaking news. 
The federal government shows no signs of abandoning its campaign 
against ABC News and Current Affairs. In April 2002, Liberal Party 
federal president Shane Stone included the ABC in a scathing anti-
intellectual critique of Australian political journalism and, in particular, 
Press Gallery journalists. In his opening address at the Federal Liberal 
Party Council, Stone condemned the media for “incorrectly” recording 
the 2001 election result – which many commentators had described 
as ‘tainted’ by racism. In the minds of the Coalition government and 
its supporters, the 2001 win was an historic victory for John Howard 
and the failure of the quality media to accept that interpretation of 
events incensed Howard and his team. According to Stone, the idea 
that a divisive campaign over asylum seekers diminished the victory 
was “fanciful poppycock”. He went on to accuse a host of Australian 
journalists of being “politically compromised” and speaking in a 
language “that most Australians don’t relate to” (Stone 2002).
Less than two weeks after Stone’s address, the Prime Minister 
publicly attempted to intervene in the editorial process at the ABC, 
attacking the daily TV current affairs program, Lateline, and accusing 
it of “running a campaign against the government” over the mandatory 
detention of asylum seekers in Australia. Lateline had offended the 
federal government by airing a controversial video showing scenes 
of violence and severe psychological distress involving inmates at 
the Curtin detention centre. The following night, Lateline screened 
a discussion involving whistleblowers from the Woomera detention 
centre who were fiercely critical of the government’s policies. The next 
morning, the Prime Minister hit the airwaves in a blatant attempt to 
shutdown Lateline’s investigations into the asylum seeker crisis: 
It (Lateline) is no longer a reporter of this issue… It is now a strenuous 
participant in the debate. The emphasis that particularly that program 
has put on this issue is out of proportion and not consistent with its 
